Compassion conversations 8: Here’s my number
Last year I met a primary care physician in the USA who gives his personal mobile phone number to every one of his patients. How often do they call? Almost never. But when they do, it’s likely to be really important.
I guess you wouldn’t be surprised to learn that this doctor has the highest patient satisfaction rating of any doctor in the whole of California. He’s also one of the happiest and most fulfilled doctors I have ever met. The secret to his success is that he figured out how to truly serve his patients.

It’s the small things that make a difference. I recently saw a young mother during a routine pre-discharge round of patients who had an epidural for labour pains. As anaesthetists, we worry about persisting numbness because it could be a warning sign of very rare but potentially serious complications. This mother complained of mild numbness and a slight feeling of weakness in one leg.

The difficulty is that these symptoms are relatively common after childbirth, whether or not the mother has had an epidural. I was almost certain her symptoms had an innocent cause and would resolve in a few days or weeks. But I was also concerned that she might have problems getting prompt medical attention if the problem didn’t resolve. She wasn’t my patient but, after a moment’s hesitation, I gave her my personal mobile phone number saying, “Please call me if you have any problems, or if this doesn’t get better.”

At the heart of service lies personal accountability. We all know healthcare systems are imperfect and it’s easy to blame others or to vent our frustration about a lack of follow-up. But if we wish to serve our patients, we could better ask ourselves, “What can I do to help?” or “How can I fix this problem?”

These small acts of care and concern are surprising to patients and they enhance the quality of the relationship. These actions say that, no matter how busy the professional, the patient’s concerns are important. 
When I suggest to colleagues in the public hospital that they might give their mobile number to patients, they often react with horror. Do we really trust our patients so little? What does that say about our practice?
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